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The Role of Assessment in Informing Interventions for Students with
Special Education Needs
Robyn M. Gillies*
School of Education, The University of Queensland, Brisbane, Australia
Assessment plays a key role in educational accountability, particularly as governments
spend billions of dollars each year in providing educational services for students in their
schools. Being able to assess the outcomes of different programmes and resources for
student learning is critically important as schools are now expected to justify the use of
this public investment against the progress students make. Teachers are also now more
aware of the importance of documenting how students manage the process of learning
as well as what they achieve, and to do this in a way that will enable them to adjust or
change their own teaching practices to accommodate the learning and adjustment needs
of different students. While assessment information can be collected in more formal
ways through standardised assessments, more informal ways often provide teachers with
opportunities to determine how students respond to tasks or learning situations with
their peers that enable immediate adjustments to be made to their programmes. This
latter approach to assessment is referred to as formative assessment.
Formative assessments are not standardised assessment but assessments that are
authentic which teachers design to provide them with information on what students
understand, where they are experiencing difﬁculties, and how the teaching process may
need to be adjusted to overcome difﬁculties that have been identiﬁed. The ﬁrst large-
scale study that reported on the role of formative assessments in raising students’ stan-
dards was conducted by Black and Wiliam (1998), who undertook a synthesis of the
use of formative assessments reported in 250 articles published internationally from a
number of different countries. The results clearly demonstrated that formative
assessments do raise achievement standards and that these ﬁndings were consistent from
kindergarten to college level across a variety of subject areas. However, what was
particularly interesting was that while formative assessments do raise the achievement
levels overall, they were of most beneﬁt to low achievers and students with learning
disabilities. The authors believed that it was the frequent use of relevant and immediate
feedback that helped students to understand what they needed to do to achieve.
Follow-up research by Black and colleagues (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, &
Wiliam, 2004; Wiliam, Lee, Harrison, & Black, 2004) has conﬁrmed that substantial
learning gains are possible when teachers introduce formative assessment into their
classroom practice. Strategies that are effective in helping students to learn include rich
questioning, sharing criteria for success with students, comment-only marking, and
student-peer assessment and self-assessment. Black and Wiliam (2009) have reﬁned the
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different aspects of formative assessment into a model that includes ﬁve clear steps
involving roles for the teacher, peer, and learner. These steps include the following:
(1) Clarifying learning intentions and criteria for success;
(2) Engineering effective classroom discussions and other learning tasks that elicit evidence
of student understanding;
(3) Providing feedback that moves learners forward;
(4) Activating students as instructional resources for one another;
(5) Activating students as owners of their own learning. (Black & Wiliam, 2009, p. 8)
Two approaches to assessment that incorporate formative assessment protocols are
dynamic testing/assessment and response to intervention (RTI), although the latter
works in a very structured and evidence-based way. While the literature has been
replete with terms such as “dynamic assessment”, “process-based instruction and assess-
ment”, “learning potential testing”, “diagnosing zone of proximal development”, and
“assisted testing” for over 80 years, the ﬁrst major review of the literature on dynamic
testing was not undertaken until Grigorenko and Sternberg published their paper on
dynamic testing in 1998 (Grigorenko & Sternberg, 1998). The authors deﬁned the term
“dynamic testing” as a collection of testing procedures designed to quantify not only
the products and processes of learning but also individuals’ potential to learn. While
dynamic testing highlighted individuals’ potential to learn and not what they had
learned at the time of the test, the authors were careful to note that it was part of a
broader process referred to as ‘dynamic assessment’ (1998, p. 76), the goal of which is
to evaluate, intervene and change.
In a more recent comment on dynamic assessment, Grigorenko (2009) notes that it
is essentially an umbrella term used to describe a variety of assessment approaches used
in psychology and education that blend instruction with assessment. Grigorenko main-
tains that “there is little use in assessing for the sake of assessment; assessment should
be carried out as part of an intervention (i.e., being assisted or dynamic in nature) and
for the sake of selecting or modifying intervention” (2009, p. 113). Dynamic assessment
is designed to ensure that teachers have access to assessment information that they can
work with to help them devise instructional strategies that may be needed to scaffold
and guide students’ learning.
While the emphasis in dynamic assessment is on assessment, the emphasis with
RTI is on instruction and how different assessment tools can be used to monitor stu-
dents’ responses to the instruction they are receiving as a way of remediating current
difﬁculties and preventing future ones. The focus in RTI is on children who are not
achieving at an appropriate level and who require further adjustments to instruction in
order to try and close the gap between what they are achieving and what they are
capable of doing. If children require a more intensive response, then they are pro-
vided with opportunities to receive this help, which may be offered on a continuum
from monitoring only in a regular classroom to more intensive small group with-
drawal to remediate speciﬁc difﬁculties. In this respect, Grigorenko (2009) believes
that dynamic assessment and RTI are essentially approaches to intervening and work-
ing with students who are underachieving that belong to the one family of methodol-
ogies in education and psychology that blend assessment and intervention in one
holistic activity. There is no doubt that assessment and intervention are twin themes
that are evident in many of the articles in this issue of the journal which different
authors have tried to address.























The connection between human cognitive development and motor functioning in people
with Down syndrome (DS) is the topic of the ﬁrst article in this issue by Chen,
Ringenbach, Albert, and Semken. The authors report on a study involving 12
adolescents with DS in which they assessed their cognitive control, measured by the
Corsi-Block tapping test (e.g., visual working memory), the Auditory Memory span test
(e.g., verbal working memory) and the Tower of London test (e.g., cognitive planning),
and motor control, measured by the Purdue Pegboard (e.g., ﬁne motor control). The
results indicate that if people with DS have better performances in ﬁne manual
dexterity, they will have better performances in cognitive planning and verbal working
memory abilities, with the authors surmising that the co-activation hypothesis of the
prefrontal area (area of the brain associated with processing higher-order cognitive
control) and the cerebellum (area of the brain responsible for motor performance) may
support this positive relationship. Furthermore, the authors suggest that people with DS
may obtain beneﬁts in cognitive control by participating in further motor intervention
programmes.
The second article, “Exploring the Relations between In-service Training, Prior
Contacts and Teachers’ Attitudes towards Persons with Intellectual Disability” by
Sermier Dessemontet, Morin, and Crocker, reports on a study that investigated the
relations between teachers’ attitudes towards persons with intellectual disability (ID),
in-service training on ID, and prior contacts with persons with ID. The study
involved a sample of 118 Canadian elementary school teachers who completed the
Attitudes Toward Intellectual Disability Questionnaire (Morin, Crocker, Beaulieu-Ber-
geron, & Caron, 2012), which measures cognitive, affective and behavioural compo-
nents of attitudes towards persons with ID. Correlational and multivariate regression
analyses were performed and the results indicated that frequent contacts with persons
with ID and experience of including a child with ID increased the likelihood of
reporting prior positive contacts with persons with ID. In turn, this was associated
with less discomfort towards persons with ID and more willingness towards interact-
ing with them. Furthermore, in-service training on ID was related to better knowl-
edge of rights and capabilities of persons with ID. Experience of including a child
with ID in general education classrooms increased the likelihood to report feeling
competent in teaching children with ID, which predicted more willingness to include
children with ID.
In the following article, “Response to Intervention and Dynamic Assessment:
Implementing Systematic, Dynamic and Individualised Interventions in Primary
School”, Gustafson, Svensson, and Fälth provide a description and comparison of RTI
and dynamic assessment and an analysis of the merits and limitations of these interven-
tions, based on recent debates in the literature. RTI provides an educational framework
characterised by different tiers or layers of instruction, providing increasingly more
intense and individualised interventions for children in primary school. The purpose is
to provide high-quality instruction to meet the needs of all learners by means of a
systematic and dynamic approach. RTI can also serve as a source of information for
disability determination. While dynamic assessment is a concept closely related to RTI,
it focuses on individual learners regardless of the educational system and has a much
shorter time frame than RTI. The authors also discuss how dynamic assessment could
be used within a broader RTI system, before ﬁnally discussing the possible roles of























Understanding the different experiences of youth, including youth with different
types of disabilities, who participate in various types of recreational and leisure
activities, is the focus of the next article by King, Batorowicz, Rigby, McMain-Klein,
Thompson, and Pinto. Because there is a paucity of measures that capture participation
experiences, the authors set out to develop the Self-Reported Experiences of Activity
Settings (SEAS), a measure of youth experiences of a particular activity setting. The
study reports on the development of the 22-item SEAS with a Grade 3 level of
language comprehension or more which includes items on: Personal Growth, Psycho-
logical Engagement, Social Belonging, Meaningful Interactions, and Choice and
Control. Forty-ﬁve youth aged 14–23 years (10 with severe disabilities) completed the
SEAS in 160 leisure activity settings. Results indicate that the SEAS has good to excel-
lent internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha from 0.71 to 0.88) and moderate test–retest
reliability (mean scale intra-class coefﬁcient = 0.68), as expected due to changes in
activity settings over time. The authors found that the SEAS was able to differentiate
various types of activity settings and participation partners and it can be used to gain
greater understanding of situation-speciﬁc experiences of youth participating in various
types of recreation and leisure activity settings.
The following article, “Disability, Riding, and Identity: A Qualitative Study on the
Inﬂuence of Riding on the Identity Construction of People with Disabilities” by
Wanneberg, reports on the inﬂuence of riding on the identity construction of people
with disabilities. Fifteen participants with various physical disabilities aged 15–65 years
participated in the semi-structured face-to-face interviews. The data analysis was
derived from identity theory, a social–psychological theory that understands identity as
an interaction between the individual and society. The ﬁndings show that: the
informants either acquire a new identity as a rider or they resume with the rider identity
they had before their illness or accident; riding offers a link to their previous lives; and
riding helps to focus on what the informants can do, and not, as this group is often
viewed by society, on what they cannot do. Riding can inﬂuence the identity
construction of people with disabilities.
The ﬁnal article in this issue of the journal is by Maya Kalyanpur and is entitled
“Distortions and Dichotomies in Inclusive Education for Children with Disabilities in
Cambodia in the Context of Globalisation and International Development”. The article
explores the consequences of transferring technical information on disability and
inclusive education from the North to the South within the context of international
development. Based on data from the author’s experiences as a US-trained Indian
international consultant in Cambodia, Kalyanpur analyses how problems with
translation and socio-cultural assumptions embedded in the terminology of disability
can divert the intention of teacher training in inclusive education. The article also exam-
ines the politics of inclusive education with regard to the disconnect between a donor-
based agenda and local priorities, and discusses the complexities of the author’s own
role within the context of increasing South–South cooperation.
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